Researchers are starting to use wastewater analysis to detect severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) in communities.[@bib1], [@bib2] In a recent Correspondence in *The Lancet Gastroenterology & Hepatology,* Willemijn Lodder and Ana Maria de Roda Husman argued that "wastewater surveillance, especially in areas with a scarcity of data, might be informative".[@bib2] Although wastewater analysis might seem to be a helpful early warning tool to inform rapid response, there are lessons to be learned from other fields about the promises and pitfalls of this method.

We have analysed how wastewater analysis is used for illicit drug policy decision making, and the social and ethicopolitical effects of this method in this context.[@bib3], [@bib4] Wastewater analysis promises near 'real-time' and 'accurate' data on illicit drug consumption in specific geographical locations. As with SARS-CoV-2, it is assumed that 'real-time', 'accurate' data generated by wastewater analysis would make a difference to policy decision making and allow governments to responsively intervene in local areas. We have learned that this expectation is not necessarily the case. Although wastewater analysis can provide a snapshot of drug concentration overall, the method is blind to the complex social dynamics that shape drug harms and the transmission of viruses such as hepatitis C and HIV. Contextual information about patterns of drug use, routes of administration, and demographic characteristics of people who use drugs is essential for directing appropriate and effective drug policy interventions in specific communities.

We must consider more than the mere technical capabilities of wastewater analysis and examine the opportunities and limitations of this method for informing policy decision making and intervention. Although wastewater analysis might provide early warning of localised SARS-CoV-2 outbreaks, it cannot account for dynamic population patterns or the specific social and behavioural practices that give rise to outbreak events. This knowledge is crucial for effective intervention. We know from past outbreaks, including from Ebola, that interventions can generate ill effects, even precipitating community resistance to viral control.[@bib5] Without evidence that understands the social and contextual aspects of virus transmission, and how communities are responding to (or resisting) interventions, effective responses are not possible. Wastewater analysis is a limited tool for informing action. It might tell us where SARS-CoV-2 is present, but not how best to intervene.
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